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Editorial
The working life of doctoral students: challenges for
research education and training
Margot Pearson*a, Terry Evansb and Peter Macauleyb
aAustralian National University, Canberra, Australia; bDeakin University, Victoria,
Australia
This special issue, entitled `The working life of doctoral students: challenges for
research education and training', arises from the work of the editors in doctoral
education spanning the past decade. This work has considered various aspects of
doctoral education, including the nature and ¯exibility of doctoral programmes
(Pearson & Ford, 1997; Pearson, 1999; Evans & Pearson, 1999), doctoral
information literacies and pedagogies (Macauley, 2000, 2001) and part-time
candidates (Evans, 2002). More recently, the authors have been investigating the
emergence of the Ph.D. in Australia through bibliometric analyses of all Australian
university Ph.D. titles (Evans et al., 2003a,b) and Evans (with Tregenza) is
undertaking research into the forms, formats and styles of early Australian Ph.D.
degrees. In parallel, we have initiated a project funded under the ARC Link Grant
programme to investigate the contemporary doctoral experience of candidates in
Australia, with a focus on their interaction with the workplace, the university and the
community.
Our research, and our investigations of doctoral experiences more generally, lead us
to posit that, outside the scholars in the ®eld, there are few who really appreciate the
scope and diversity of doctoral education today, either within Australia or
internationally. This is particularly telling in government and institutional policy
discussions, where assumptions still prevail of greater homogeneity in the doctoral
candidate pro®le, and doctoral programmes, than is the case. Doctoral candidates are
still perceived as mostly full-time, young and being prepared for work. In fact,
doctoral candidates have diverse cultural backgrounds, physical and other (dis)abil-
ities and socio-economic circumstances. They are more likely to be between their mid
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thirties to mid forties, than mid twenties; they are just as likely to be part-time as full-
time; some come to doctoral study after employment in the workforce; they are likely
to be undertaking their doctorate in a professional or professionally related ®eld in
which they are currently employed (see Pearson & Ford, 1997; Evans & Pearson,
1999; Evans 2002; Usher, 2002; Neumann, 2003). For the growth in doctoral
student numbers (in Australia they have risen from 8744 in 1987 to 35 873 in 2003)
has been accompanied by signi®cant changes in their characteristics. For example, the
proportion of part-time students has increased dramatically and is approaching 50%
(Evans & Pearson, 1999; Pearson & Ford, 1997; Department of Education, Science
and Training, 2003). Over 60% of doctoral graduates work outside universities, in
government, administration, business, industry, media and elsewhere (Australian
Research Council and Graduate Careers Council of Australia, 1999). Similar trends
are evident internationally (Haworth, 1996; Lapidus, 1997; Green, 2002).
Research doctoral candidates are not only enrolled students, they have multiple
work roles and diverse employment histories. As research workers they contribute
directly to the research enterprise. In Australia it is estimated that research students
contribute some 65% of university research output (Siddle, 1997). Similarly, Enders
(2002) claims that in Germany doctoral candidates carry out some two-thirds of
research activity in universities. Moreover, doctoral candidates can have widely
varying experiences in their working life. It is common for full-time doctoral
candidates to combine the work of their candidature with work as research assistants,
lecturers, tutors and project of®cers inside universities or to be employed outside of
universities in one of a range of professional or service occupations. Most part-time
candidates are employed in careers, often in senior positions, a signi®cant group of
whom are already employed as university staff and are seeking to improve their
quali®cations. Some, in contrast, may be undertaking doctoral study as they head into
retirement to consolidate their understanding of a ®eld at the end of a productive
professional life.
Complementing the diversity of doctoral candidates is the multiplicity of sites
where research and research education is occurring, a situation that re¯ects the
changes in the nature of the research enterprise (Pearson & Ford 1997). Some
candidates and/or programmes are located within universities but outside traditional
academic departments, for example university research centres and medical institutes.
Others are located in industry or professional workplaces. Some are located overseas
or in remote parts of Australia. These different sites for research also re¯ect the diverse
expectations and employment outcomes of candidates, especially within globalizing
research, educational and economic contexts. Opportunities for researchers, or
employees with enhanced research skills, now arise inside universities and in non-
university settings where knowledge and professional industries develop their capacity
to carry out work that draws on specialist knowledge and research skills (e.g. contract
research, university administration, school teaching, nursing and business).
These changes are arguably of greater signi®cance than the introduction of
professional doctorates, which have been more visible as an area where change has
































in terms of enrolments and, perhaps most crucially, in re-energizing research
education to produce new and useful knowledge for professional and workplace
contexts (see McWilliam et al., 2002). At the same time, current research (see Evans et
al., 2003a,b) has shown the increasing diversity of Ph.D. programmes. There has
been a strong growth in the numbers of Ph.D. enrolments and awards, alongside a
corresponding expansion in the topics covered. Many subjects (often professionally or
vocationally oriented) that were generally only taught in Colleges of Advanced
Education (CAEs) until the late 1990s became part of the new university sector
thereafter. This shift has brought with it a demand for doctoral awards in these new
university subjects, together with pressure on staff to gain doctoral degrees and
research pro®les.
Yet there appears little sign within universities and in government policy of interest
in investigating or exploiting the potential of these new circumstances. As research
and knowledge production has assumed greater signi®cance in economic terms and
the doctoral population has grown, there has been increased attention by successive
governments to what is seen as a major government and societal investment.
However, the trend is to greater regulation and structuring by governments and
institutions for greater perceived ef®ciency, on the one hand, and increased concern
about the employability of graduates, on the other (Gallagher, 2000). Such a response
is in danger of reducing the very ¯exibility that is needed for a responsive and
competitive higher education system in a time of volatility and uncertainty.
Enders captures, in this journal special issue, the dilemma facing those involved in
the policy and practice of doctoral education. He writes of Germany, but the issues are
common to Australia and, one assumes, general to all developed nations. He argues as
follows:
The main dilemma with all this is how to be simultaneously standardized and pluralized,
large and small, formal and informal. There is no easy way out. Pluralism of approach
enables adaptation and competition to put in place a selection process which hopefully
helps to sort out best practice in doctoral training, while standardization helps the labour
market to discern what is what in terms of credentials and quali®cations. In a
standardized system all Ph.D. degrees have a similar meaning to the labour market, but
we can also see stagnation and a lack of responsiveness to change. International
competition between systems and institutional competition within systems set the stage
for growth and concentration of ®nancial and human resources. Attempts to create
formalized and uni®ed models for doctoral training can, however, not neglect the
coexistence of multiple small worlds of research training with their speci®c research and
research training practices. (Enders, this issue, p. ?[to be inserted in press])
Any attempt to resolve this dilemma must draw on a fully accurate and up to date
picture of the contemporary doctoral experience and address the goals, motivation
and expectations of the increasingly diverse doctoral population. Particularly
important is recognition that the connection and integration of work and learning is
an issue for research education, as for other forms of higher education (Hovels, 2003).
While recent work by the editors and others shows that there is a variety of important
issues that surround the lives of contemporary doctoral students, there are two
































part-time. These two elements concern the interrelationship and signi®cance of all
aspects of their lived experience as students and their status as members of the
workforce, with paid and unpaid responsibilities, who contribute to the research
enterprise. Unlike undergraduate students, they usually do not see themselves as
preparing for the workforce. They see themselves as active participants in research
and other employment related to their research and/or ®nancing their candidature.
Therefore, not only is the `traditional' model of a Ph.D. student inadequate to
conceptualize contemporary doctoral education, but so is a model of the under-
graduate student life cycle. As Ross (2001) stated, for postgraduates `conceptualizing
the ®nal stage of student life as transition to work or graduate employment is deeply
¯awed' (p. 21).
To extend our understanding of the lived doctoral experience and salient issues we
invited the contributors to this special issue of Studies in Continuing Education to
respond to the theme: `The working life of doctoral students: challenges for research
education and training'. Our challenge to our invited contributors was summed up in
the question: at issue is what form(s) of research education is being produced? The
following six articles provide a diverse and stimulating account of how doctoral
education is proceeding in widely varying contexts. Their contributions include case
studies, analyses of trends and issues in doctoral education and report ®ndings from
recent and ongoing research.
Barnacle's opening article, `A critical ethic in a knowledge economy: doctoral
candidates in the workplace', successfully challenges the ill-conceived assumption
that candidates, such as those she has studied (i.e. Australian mid-career professionals
studying part-time) have primarily instrumental motives in undertaking doctoral
research, an assumption made by many policy-makers in relation to all doctoral
research and candidature. Barnacle makes strong linkages between the knowledge
economy, the new breed of doctoral candidates and her concept of a `critical ethic',
which is becoming critical in approaching work and research. She found this new
breed of doctoral candidates value doctoral research for the transformation that takes
place in their professional working lives.
Leonard, Coate and Becker offer a case study and data that echo the themes in
Barnacle's research about outcomes for doctoral candidates and graduates:
`Continuing professional and career development: the doctoral experience of
education alumni at a UK university'. Leonard and colleagues start with the claim
that little is known about what motivates people to undertake a doctorate nor how
they experience it. To rectify this lack of information they have begun a study of
alumni at IOE, London University. Their article in this issue is based on data for
Ph.D., Ed.D. and M.Phil. candidates who completed theses in 1992, 1997 and 2002.
Their respondents gave many reasons for undertaking a doctorate and described
diverse career trajectories that included various employment experiences before,
during and after their doctoral candidacy. The ®ndings suggest that candidates for
Ph.D. and Ed.D. degrees are engaging in a form of continuing professional
development in education.
































Australian Cooperative Research Centre approach to traditional research training',
focuses on an important innovation that is often overlooked in more general
discussions of research education and training. She provides an evaluation of some
key aspects of the doctoral experience of science-based Ph.D. candidates attached to
Cooperative Research Centres (CRCs), comparing their experience with that
reported by their peers in departments in similar disciplinary ®elds. Overall, the
®ndings indicate that, compared with traditional science-based departments, CRCs
achieve comparable if not better results on typical indicators of Ph.D. course
satisfaction. In particular, CRC-related candidates were more positive about the
research culture and environment provided, their access to resources and had a more
positive orientation to working with industry.
Another innovative approach to research education and training in a `new'
university in the UK is described by Miller and Brimicombe in their contribution:
`Mapping research journeys across complex terrain with heavy baggage'. They
challenge some of the myths about the dif®culty of working with doctoral candidates
in cross-disciplinary or interdisciplinary groups. These groups of doctoral candidates
are from across the university and mostly part-time; some members of staff. Miller
and Brimicombe provide examples from their own disparate disciplines (adult
education and media studies for Miller and geographical information studies and
surveying for Brimicombe) to describe the complexities of engaging with inter-
disciplinarity in their own relationship and their research training programme. They
extend the metaphor of the `journey' by introducing the concept of mapping, mapping
progress in the doctoral candidacy and mapping commonalities in research processes
across disciplines.
In contrast to the case studies, Enders presents a broad policy perspective in
`Research training and careers in transition: a European perspective on the many faces
of the Ph.D.'. His contribution provides a regional overview that complements the
UK and Australian studies reported in this journal issue. He analyses the current state
of play in doctoral education in Europe, identifying and examining four trends. They
encompass the implications of expansion and diversi®cation of the student body in
higher education, the changing functioning and role of research in the knowledge
economy, the internationalization of the Ph.D. factory and the growing role of
governmental supervision in doctoral training. As mentioned already, while his focus
is on the European situation, the similarities with Australian developments are
noticeable, as is the dilemma of addressing the resulting tensions.
Finally, Tennant, in `Doctoring the knowledge worker', examines the impact of
changing views of knowledge and knowledge workers and their signi®cance for
universities and doctoral education. He argues that such changes are creating
transformations in doctoral education that transcend the professional doctorate/
Ph.D. award distinctions. He contends that such changes, associated with the rise of
the knowledge economy, challenge the idea of a university as `a community of
autonomous scholars transmitting and adding to society's `` stock of knowledge'' ' (p.
?[to be inserted in press]). The impact of this, according to Tennant, is to recon®gure
































become that of offering an enabling framework within which the potential knowledge
worker becomes what he terms the `enterprising self'.
These contributions con®rm the editors position that without a radical rethinking
of the doctoral experience, changes such as bolting on `generic skills' programmes,
modifying practices such as length of candidature or formats of dissertations or even
creating `new' doctoral award programmes will be insuf®cient to address the
challenges confronting doctoral education. A reconceptualization of doctoral candi-
dature as research and as work is called for, one that recognizes the candidature as a
form of knowledge-producing work contributing a complex mix of personal, social
and economic bene®ts. This approach demands new theoretical approaches drawn
from a wider literature than traditional higher education pedagogy and may usefully
include current thinking and rethinking of situated learning, apprenticeship
approaches to learning, work-based learning and communities of practice (e.g.
Lave & Wenger, 1993; Delamont et al., 1997; Wenger, 1998).
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